Theological Roots of Humility

In Politics

By Congressman David E. Price (D-N.C.)
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[Humility is oul of fashion these davs.
Political le :u,lt s achvocnles, andd
pundils often displey an in-vaur-face
ASSETTIVEeNESY, seeming (o couale
uncertainty or cven reflectiveness
wilh Wf.'h.‘llx‘l‘ltfjﬁﬁ anel a lack of moral
lilacr. Much i:JI' aur nation and ifs
leaclership are in no moned 1o douhl
theeir own r];%l'\l(}uUMﬂ_‘HH.

As the “Posver ol Pricle bumper
stickers proliferate, it nay he jarring to
recognize Ihal 1he apostle Paul regarled
peaples wodemes wosard pridetul seli-
eluritication o bue the very essence of
sin. Interpreling the Pauline view in The
Niture aned Doestinge ar Man, Beinholed
Nichubr saw particular danger in
spiritual pricle, “when owe parlial
stanclards anel relative atlainments are
explicilly related 1o the uncanditional
good, aned claim divine sanction.”

“The warst farm of intolerance,”
Nichuhr wenl on, “is religious
mtolerance, in which e particalar
inlerests of the contestants hicle behind
reliious absolules. The worst Torm of
sell-assorlion is religious self-assortion,
in which under the guise ol contrilion
betare Gac, He s caimed as 1he
exclusive .-llly ol our contingenl sell,”

MNale thal Niebuohr elidd nol issue these
wilrnings as a secularisl, skittish alzout
the influence [aith might have on public
affairs. Cn r|1(: cantrary, his was .t
prophetic Laith leading him o a lifetime
of engigement in the strupele for Justico
at home andinternationally. That lailh
inTarec |)Ol|‘| bole political aspiration
anel action Jr‘ltl an atlendant humiliry,
raotee in an undeestanding of Gerl's
llamunclvnw and Tienman sinfulness,

Itcoral to the Jowish and Chrislian
traclitions is the recognition thal peaople
are nclinedd toa kined on idolatry
whorely they identiiy 1heir own
interest ar ideolosy with Gaod's
sovereinn will, Bul thal will remiaing
Intmsceneent and is only imperrectly
reflecred in human endeavors, which
arc invariably subject Lo the laing of
sell-seeking anel the will to power, "W
musk not regard any hiuman institution
or abject as being an end initsell,”
wiole Abrahom Joshua Hesehel, *Man's
achiovenents inihis world are b
allemipls, and a emple that comes 1o
meen more than a reminder af the
living G is an abominalion.”

Abraham Lincoln's magniticent Secongd
Inaugural affers a muodel o) convic o
anel derermination devaid of posturing
anel pricle: “Both Jsides| read the same
Bilsle, anel prav to the same Cod; and
each involkes His aid agains! the olhen
[may seenr strange that any mien
should dare 1 ask o fust Croel's
assisbanee in wringing their bread {from
e swisat of other men's faces: bul lol
us judae not, thal wa he not juelged.
The prayurs of hoth could nol e
answered—ihat of nejther has been
answereed Tl

Nickuhr once wrale that this passage
“luls the relation of our moral
commitments in history Lo our religious
reservalions aboul the partialily of our
own moral commilments more
precisely than, 1ihink, anv statesman
or thealogian has put them.” Lincoln
epressed the moral cammitmont
agamst slavery in uncampremising
tenms, alone with the determination o
“linish the work we are in.” Bul there
tollowed the religious reservalion, the
recognilion hat ullimate judgment
helongs ta God alone, ithe relusal, cven
in this oxlreme instance, 1o [FEsLITIes an

alsolute idontitfeation loelsweon his
own cadse anel Coel’s waill,

O another oceasion, responeling oo
clergyman who expressed Hhe hope
thal e Loreel was o The side of the
Union, Tineeln reportedly safed, <1
knew that e Loeed 15 alwavs on tho
side of the righl Bol it is iy canstanl
anxiety and privver that Tand rhiy
nation shoole Do oon the Lore's sicle.
lhat ts indcedd the cracial quostion:
Areowe o the Lorel's '~%it|("’ We oughl
Pever T Loses avwareness of Cocl's
ranscendence aned nl e conslant
lemplation to ichenting Cod's will

with our own. The humility that resisis
stch armgance and proiention, in
ourselves orin athers, is not merely
rooled i oor cammilmenl o tolernge
ane pluralism. It 3s based on the
deepest insights of our religious
trachioms themselves, &
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